Background
The Department of Health' issued a memorandum which required every district health authority to establish a research ethics committee whose role according to Kennedy2 included reviewing all research projects in terms of ethical considerations.
Prior to the Department of Health' memorandum, Gilbert et alP had noted considerable diversity in the practice of research ethics committees, not only in their composition but also in the methods they employed. This finding was similar to that of a large postal survey conducted by Nicholson4 whose particular concern related to research involving children and a small survey of Wessex. ' Ginzler et al6 also found great variation in the practices of 23 research ethics committees with the time for the processing of applications ranging from three to 32 weeks with a mean of 11-5 weeks. A larger study of 241 research ethics committees7 found great differences in their composition and in the sub-sample of 28 committees, there appeared to be considerable variation in their methods of operation. For Interestingly, the original OPCS Disability Survey14 did not seek ethical approval. The letters were addressed to the individual who had been identified as the correspondent for the local research ethics committee through a telephone survey of the 43 district health authorities. As far as possible the form may be a helpful adjunct, however, the variability of views espoused by different research ethics committees will continue to challenge the successful execution of national and multi-location studies. The case for the establishment of a national research ethics committee for the review of national and multi-location studies now needs urgent consideration.
